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Principal as Instructional Coach: How to Sell Teachers
on Coaching
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In my first pest on a princlpal's role in Instructional coaching {/clog/leaders-link/principal-as-instructional-
coach-an-overview), | listed several ways principals can provide coaching for teachers outslde of the formal
observation/evaluation process, including the use of cognitive questioning, informal walkthroughs, team
collaborations, and Teachers on Special Assignment (TOSAs). This post will address the issue of selling
teachers on the concept of coaching,

Instructional coaching: eliminating stigma is crucial

In my experience, this action is critical when TUSAs serve as instructional coaches. Recent years have seen
educational funding diminish alarmingly. As resources are gradually restored, it Is more important than ever .
to ensure that if precious dollars are allocated for TOSAs, their effectiveness Is maximized,

A commen but serlous mistake of principals who utilize TOSAs for coaching is to make coaching voluntary.
Typically, no one "signs up” for coaching, because itis viewed as a sign of need or weakness, especially for
veteran teachers, but even new teachers will quickly become reluctant to avail themselves of this resource.

TOSA coaching for both new and experienced teachers

The solutlon is to make TOSA coaching a regularly scheduled service for all teachers on staff, or for all teachers in a category for targeted
services. For example, if all English teachers attend professional developrment to learn a new set of instructional strategies for the. Common
Core, they should be supported with coaching if they are to implement successfully, regardless of years of teaching experience, New teachersin
any grade level or subject area should recelve Intensive coaching throughout their flrst two years.

Cycles of instructional coaching
Various cycles of coaching can be used, depending on the focus of the coaching. For example, one cycle may include:

1, Aco-planning demo lesson by the TOSA

2. A conference to discuss the demo

3, Teaching by the targeted teacher while the TOSA ohserves
4, Afollow-up debrief between the teacher and the TOSA

Another effective strategy is to schedule."learning walks,” where teachers visit each other's classrooms In small groups — accompanied by the
TOSA — during the time that the new strategies are being used, then debrief together using a non-evaluative discussion protocol,

The principal’s job: Set expectations, intervene if necessary

Whatever cycle Is used, the TOSA can work with the staff or a targeted group of teachers to create the schedule, but it is incumbent upen the
principal to explicitly set the expectation that every teacher will participate in the coaching cycles, The principal must also intervene if a teacher
passively or directly resists scheduling or participating, since the TOSA does not have positional autherity to insist, and also needs to malntain a
collegial relationship with all hissher teaching colleagues.

Getting teacher buy-in for coaching: emphasize benefits

A strategy some principals have used when introducing coaching and their expectations to their staffs is to use a sports metaphor, Superstar
athletes such as Qlymplc competitors, pro golfers and tennis players work with personal coaches, This appeals to teachers and helps dispel the
notion that only these who are novice or struggling need a coach,
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The analogy of a mirror is also helpful: a coach holds up a mirror for a teacher to see his/her own practice, Like a video camera, the coach
captures data about the teaching and fearning. This analogy is very alignad to a coaching model where the coach uses questioning strategias

such as cognitive coaching.

Coaching gives professionals, Including teachers, an edge. Given the challenges of ensuring that every student leaves the U.S, public education

system equipped with 215 century skills to compete in the global marketplace, It is essential to give all teachers that edge,
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Terry Withelm knows what It takes to be a leader in today's education community, She has served as a classroom teacher, a school principal, a district level and area
service agency administrator, a college adjunct professor, and has extensive experfence faciiitating professional development for educators, in Leaders’ Link, Withelm
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" By Les Foltos

i or the past 12 years, I have worked with
peer coaches in more than 40 countries,
and 1 have seen schools where peer coaches
have collaborated with colleagues to im-
prove teaching and learning in classrooms
across the school, In other schools, coaches

O have played a critical role in creating a cul-

wre of callaboration that hetps build the schoel’s collective

capacity to improve teaching and Jearning,

But in many schools, coaching is yet another small-
scale, short-lived educational experiment. Explaining the
differences in success is key to understanding how to im-
plement coaching successfully.

Successful coaches know their effectiveness in collabo-

rating with peers to improve teaching and learning hinges
on the support of principals who contro! the budget and
other key resources, Many coaches also understand that the
leadership they provide plays an important role in creating
the support needed to sustain coaching,

‘Their accomplishments, and their abilities to commu-
nicate them to their principat and colleagues, are essential
to support and expand coaching in a school. Successful
coaching is a result of an interdependent relationship be-
oween the principal and coaches.

IS COACHING RIGHT FOR YOUR SCHOOL?

Coaching is a powerful strategy for schools that em-
brace these beliefs:

*  Educators act on their understanding that chgo-
ing collaboration among teachers is essential to
improve teaching and learning,

Collaboration aimed at improving learning is
led by reacher leaders who are supported by the
school’s leadership. Improvement comes when it
is both botrom-up and top-down (Fullan, 2001,
2011).

Fducators believe they are encouraged to innovate
and take risks to improve teaching and learning.

CREATING SCHOOL SUPPORT

One proven way to assure school support is for the
coach and principal to work together to shape a plan to im-
plement coaching in the school. Experienced peer coaches
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understand this collaborative process ensures the principal
has a strong buy-in to coaching and the school provides the
resources necessary (o suppot it. Successful coaching plans
address a few critical issues.

Align coaching with school or district goals.

Mo scheol has time for one more new thing. Initia-
rives — like coaching — need to align with existing school
goals. The graphic above offers one example of how coaches
align their work.

start with willing partners.

Successful coaches start with the willing, or as Jerker
Porat, a Swedish peer coach, puts it, “teachers who don’t
know but want to know” (J. Porar, personal conversation,
May 24, 2012). Coaches need assurance that their learn-
ing partners are open to collaboration to improve teaching
and learning, This willingness to collaborate and improve
is essential.

If peer coaches are full-time teachers, they typically
choose to collaborate initially wich only one or two teach-
ers. This doesn’t Limit the long-term impact of coaching.
Fiffective coaches encourage their learning partners to share
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thame COACHING

what they are learning with and from their coach with other
teachers. Success with one teacher can have a ripple effect that
spreads coaching to include more teachers, even those whe
might have been resistant to the idea of coaching initally.

Define roles and responsibilities.

Coaches, their learning parmers, and their principal must
define the key roles the coach will play. These typically include
co-planning learning activities, modeling or team teaching, and
observing peers and reflecting afterward, Knight (2011} ob-
served that, without agreement on roles, coaches are so often
off task that some coaches “spend less than 25% of their time,
often less than 10% ... on coaching” {p. 99}.

It is equally imporrant for collaborating reachers to define
their roles so that they understand their responsibilities. Both
partners must understand and act on their individual and col-
lective responsibilities for coaching to be effective.

Measure success.

Many schools measure success based on coaching’s im-
pact on changing teacher practices. They want to know if peer
coaches are helping teachers offer students learning activities
that will help them master Common Core, state, or 21st-cen-
tury standards. Other schools gather student work samples to
sec how their learning is changing as the coach and teacher
collaborate over time or consider student achievement daa.

Allocate resources — especially time.

The resources required for successful coaching vary widely
from school to school, but time is the one commodity that is
always in short supply. Time may be scarce, but creative princi-
pals and coaches follow strategies Jike those outlined by Killion
and Hirsh (2013) because time is essential to coaching success.

Establish communication.

If a school wants to sustain and expand coaching, it is crid-
cal for the coach and principal to share their coaching plans
with the school staff so they understand how coaching will be
implemented, assessed, and aligned with the school’s educa-
tional goals. This step is critical to win support from the staff.

Another element in effective communication is routine, on-
going communication among the coach, collaborating teachers,
and the principal. This communication can’t play a role in teacher
evaluation, but it is ctitical for the principal to understand the
impact of coaching and how it is achieving school goals,

Engage in ongoing professional learning.

Coaches need ongoing professional learning to shatpen
their craft and fuel their continued growth. That learning might
come from routine coilaboration among a school’s coaches.
Some districts provide ongoing professional learning for their
coaches. Coaches are also likely to benefit from joining online
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professional learning communities thae focus on coaching,

Withour this kind of careful planning, coaches might find
they have the same feelings as coaches at a recent gathering who
reported they felc “overworked,” that their work was “unfo-
cused,” they were “stretched too thin,” and at times felt “inef
fective.” Many coaches who have struggled to get their school
leader’s support may be just one step from failure.

By contrast, coaches who collaborate closely with their
principal in shaping and reshaping an implementation plan for
coaching typically find they have the support needed to sustain
and expand coaching. Many coaches report that sustained col-
faboration with peers produced significant improvements the
learning activities for students when measured by indicators
like critical thinking and problem solving, collaboration, and
real-world connections.

Build foundations of collective capacity.

One outgrowth of this process of rethinking and revising
coaching plans is that coaches and principals in many innova-
tive schools have aligned the coaches’ work with efforts to build
their school’s ¢ollective capacity to improve.

Coaches in Apache Junction, Arizona, worked with teachers
in their schools to create a concrete norm that describes 21st-
century teaching and learning, Coaches ar the International
School in Bellevue, Washington, and in the Everett School Dis-
trict are following that same process. In these schools, coaches
and their learning partners use the norm when they co-plan
learning activisies or reflect after observations. There are clear
rewards from creating and using clearly defined goals for teach-
ing and learning,

Defining the norm creates a common language that fuels
cotlaboration. Kathy Stilwell, secondary math instructional fa-
cilitator and coach from Everett, says, “The process of agreeing
on what is vital to include in the norm was powerful, Instead of
finding that teachers had very different meanings for the same
term, they were developing a common language that makes for
more efficient and effective collaboration to improve learning.”

T'he norm atso provides a common goal for innovaticn
among the school’s educators. Tony Byrd, associate superin-
cendent for curriculum and assessment in Everett Schools, says,
“We cannot transform learning without clearly defining what
we mean by effective learning, It's a step that is often over-
looked in the rush to get things done, Having a norm is an
essential first step toward transforming learning.”

FHaving a common goal is critical to reach broader school
goals for Jennifer Rose, principal of the Tnternationat School in
the Bellevue School District. “Historically, teachers in second-
ary schools worked in silos,” Rose said. “lhey are very content-
focused. Having agreement on the atrributes of 21st-century
teaching and learning atlows the whole staff work roward com-
mon goals like our school’s goal of helping students develop
critical thinking skills.”
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Principals boost coaching's impact

As teachers and coaches apply the norm as they co-plan learn-
ing activities and reflect after observing each other, they expand
their capacity to improve. Georgia Lindquist, literacy and hu-
manities specialist and coach in Everett, says that by choosing one
attribute from their norm that they want to incerporate into a
learning activity, both coach and learring partner “have a starting
point and a navigation syscem that leads to deeper thinking as
they puzzle together how to reach their common goal.”

Tina Jada, math teacher and coach at Cactus Canyon Junior
High School in Apache Junction, Arizona, uses her school’s
norm for 21st-century learning “to assess what's going well,
and as a check system to see ways to improve.” With time and
experience, Jada says, the norm becomes 2 tool for self-refiection
that reachers use to assess and improve their own work.

Coaches at many schools have taught their peers a variery of
communication and collaboration skills, such as paraphrasing,
probing questions, or the use of protocels to structure safe discus-
sions focused on student learning, Developing these skills fosters
more effective collaboration and helps develop a school’s collec-
tive capacity to improve teaching and learning. Lindquist belps
teacher teams learn and use collaborarive skills because “they al-
low people to truly hear one another and deepen understanding,
Even adopting a single norm like presuming positive intendons
can change the way a group interacts and works together.”

As head of the math department, Jada used her coaching
skills to remake the department into a professional learning
community. She realized her team “all worked really hard, bur
weren’t always worldng toward the same goal.” To get them
moving in the same direction, the professional learning commut-
nity meets weekly to look at student data and develop strategies
to assure they reach every student.

During these discussions, she uses active liscening and
paraphrasing to ensure her teammates know everyone’s voice
is heard and encourages her peers to do the same, She works to
buitd relationships by celebrating when things go well and mied-
els risk taking by sharing when things she tried didn’t succeed.

In the beginning, Jada says, “teachers thought working in 2
team meant more time and effort —just one more thing to add
to their plate, Now, they understand the value of collaboration:
better ideas, better products, and less work in the long run.”
Another indicator of success Jada notes is her peers’ “willingness
to ask for hefp when things aren’t going right.”

COLLABORATION IN ACTION

A growing number of schools have adopted a collaborative
culture where teachers assume a collective responsibility for the
success of all students and routinely collaborate to assure the
success of each reacher and each student. Coaching is part of
the DNA thar supports this culture and is a powerful rool that
drives systemic improvement across the schocl. What follows is
an example of coaching in a culture of collaboration.

When Valerie Karaitiana became principal at Dallas Pri-

February 2015 | Vol. 36 No. t

mary School, in Dallas, Australia, several years ago, the school
had some of the Jowest test scores in the state. Dallas Primary is
2 high-poverty school where few of the students speak English
at home. She and her teadership team decided that one soludion
to improve learning was te emphasize collaboration.

Today, when you walk into the school’s classrooms, it is
clear that collaboration is part of daily life for students and
teachers. There are constant collaborative conversations going
on between students, between students and educators, and
among educators. When you talk to the school's leaders, they
will tell you that the school’s six teaching and learning coaches
have played a central role in building the school’s capacity to
improve teaching and learning and the school’s rest scores,
which are now near the midpoint for schools across the state.

Their success led the state to ask the school to combine with
another nearby school, with Karaitiana and her team providing
leadership for Dallas Brooks Community Primary School.

A closer look at the school reveals 4 culture that drives im-
provement in student achievement and coaching success. That
culture rests on four principles:

*  Students’ needs will continue to change.

*  We are all learners and will be for life.

*  Everyone is likely to need support to help every student

reach his or her goals.

*  Everyone is a leader, We all have different skills sets and
can use those to help everyone succeed. It's not about
vou or me; ir's about us.

Karaitiana and assistant principals Lynne Gunning and
Amanda Henning knew thac if teacher isolation was the enemy
and collaboration needed to be part of the daily professional
practice of all teachers, they had to set the expectation that
all teachers would collaborate with a coach, budget for coach
training, and provide time for teachers to collaborate regularly
with one of the school’s coaches. They wove coaching into the
culeure of collaboration by assigning coaches a role in each of
the scheol’s data professional learning teams.

The coaches promote professional dialogue at weekly data
professional learning team meetings, where teachers analyze stu-
dent data for the cohott of students they teach {e.g. the grade
3 students). These teams also define the goals, strategies, and
resources they need to support each group, and may ask the
coach to serve as a resource by modeling the strategy the team
wants to adopt.

Coaches then join teaching teams in weekly planning ses-
sions to provide support while teachers develop curriculum
plans that align with the work of the data professional learning
teams. Once the learning activiries are created, coaches observe
the teachers to give feedback within a coaching conversation
and participate in the cvaluation of the unit of work. At this
point, the cycle begins again,

In some schoals, peer coaches have been so successful at en-

Continwed on p. 61
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1o imprm’ed achievemnent and results is grounded in the use of

Jdaca, open dialogue, courageous conversarions, and interper-
sonal accountability.
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couraging collaboration that | have been asked if coaching can
transform school culture, Dallas Brooks™ experience answers the
question. Teachers tell visitors that coaching has helped them im-
prove their practice and student learning. Bur the coaches quickly
poing our that cheir success rested on the vision, guidance, and
support of the principal and assistant principais (Foltos, 2013).

BUILDING BLOCKS OF SUPPORT

Dallas Brooks offers one model of a culture of collaboration.
The culture i collaborative schools is often shaped by new roles
for the school’s principal as lead jearner or lead coach, In some
schools, teachers are encouraged to have fun.

Many schools, such as Silverron Primary in Noble Park,
Australia, have added another building block to the founda-
tion of collaboration. Recognizing that teachers may feel uneasy
abouc innovation and the mistakes that often come with it,
principal Tony Bryant encourages teachers to take risks, try
new things, and even fail. The only thing rhey can’c do is move
backward to traditional instruerion.

When new practices don't work as expecred, teachers at
Silverton are encouraged to learn from failures and use chat
learning ro continue 10 move coward innovarive pracrices.

Taday, che baseline for effective coaching is a schoal with a
principal and coaches who have a dear plan that aligns the work
of the coach and learning partners to the school's educational
goals and provides ongoing support, But the bar is being raised.

“The new mode! for schools to work toward is one where
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schoo) leaders encourage coaches to serve as catalysts for a col-
laborative culture and creare the collective capacity essenzial to
assure success for all teachers and students.
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